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FOLKLORE STUDIES 
A Curriculum Proposal 
The following i s  a proposal f o r  a foLklore program which I of fe red  t o  the  
curriculum committee a t  t h e  College of S t .  Benedict, i n  S t .  Joseph, Minnesota, 
l a s t  s p r h g .  Its chief v i r t u e  i s  t h a t  it worked. I am f i n i s h i n g  my M. A. and 
wanted a job i n  the  areawhere I l i v e ,  so I went t o  the  dean of S t .  Bents and 
t o l d  her I would l i k e  t o  teach fo lk lo re  t h e r e .  (They have never offered a 
fo lk lo re  course.) She suggested I wri te  a proposal and submit it i n  dupl ica te  
copies t o  t h e  curriculum committee, who subsequently adopted the  whole program 
and h i red  me as a ful l - t ime professor,  i n  an independent department of Folklore. 
I o f f e r  the  proposal here i n  no. way a s  a model o r  a method, but  merely as an 
example o f  an approach t o  the  job-hunting s i t l ~ a t i o n .  Since it had to be shor t ,  
and s ince  it i s  addressed t o  non-folklorists ,  it i s  very general,  and perhaps 
naive. I t h i n k  it i s  important t o  remember, however, t h a t  i n  proposing to 
t each  undergraduates, we must speak t o  undergraduate object ives .  I couched my 
proposal i n  the  terms of general  education, no t  preparat ion t o  be a profess ional  
f o l lc lor is t  . 
Some ideas  about g e t t i n g  a job teaching fo lk lo re  t h a t  came out of my experience: 
L. It pays t o  approach colleges t h a t  do not now o f f e r  fo lk lo re ,  but  
you must be prepared t o  s e l l  them on i t ,  
1 
t .  2, The appeal must be made i n  terms of undergraduate educational  
object ives.  
i 
3 .  It helps i f  you know t h e  a rea  wliere the  college i s  located,  and 
something about the  col lege ' s  p a r t i c u l a r  character ,  such a s  the  
background of the students,  i t s  educational  pr inciples ,  etc., 
and can make your proposal i n  - t h e i r  terms. You can l e a r n  a l o t  
from a col lege  ca ta log,  
4. It helps i f  you happen t o  live near a college t h a t  has money and 
an open-minded curriculum committee! 
The Proposal t o  S t .  Ben's 
I propose t h a t  t h e  College of St .  Benedict include i n  i t s  curriculum some courses 
i n  fo lk lo re .  I n  order t o  demonstrate i t s  value, I th ink  it i s  necessary f irst  
t o  describe fo lk lo re  a s  an  academic d i sc ip l ine ,  then t o  r e l a t e  it t o  St .  Benedict I s  
s tudents.  I s h a l l  a l so  o u t l i n e  some s p e c i f i c  courses and summarize my own back- 
ground. 
The s tudy o f  f o l H o r e  began i n  t h e  nineteenth century  with t h e  p h i l o l o g i s t s  i n  
Germany, Jacob and IrJilhelm G r i m m ,  and with t h e  ant iquar ians  i n  England, ardent  
amateur scholars  such a s  Andrew Lang and S i r  I Ja l t e r  Sco t t .  Folklore, so  named 
i n  1846, quickly became an es tab l i shed  academic d i s c i p l i n e  i n  many European 
un ivers i t i e s ,  b u t  i n  England and America it was caught up with the  development 
of  anthropology. S t i t h  Thompson a t  Indiana Universi ty first put  fo lk lo re  on a 
s o l i d  independent foot ing i n  America, e s tab l i sh ing  t h e  Folklore I n s t i t u t e  and 
contr ibut ing two of t h e  bas ic  reference books t h a t  make i n t e r n a t i o n a l  f o l k l o r e  
study poss ib le :  t h e  Aarne-Thompson Tde-Type - Index and t h e  Notif-Index - of Folklore.  
Graduate programs are now of fe red  a t  Indiana, Berlcele y, Pennsylvania, and Texas, 
among others,  and f o l k l o r e  i s  offered as an  udergracluate major a t  Harvard and 
Indiana. The graduates of these  progranis a r e  i n  museum o r  research work o r  a r e  
teaching f o l f l o r e ,  sometimes i n  combination with izngdsges, anthropology, 
l i t e r a t u r e ,  o r  h i s t o r y ,  a t  col leges  and u n i v e r s i t i e s  i n  every  stats , 
The f o l k l o r i s t l s  contr ibut ion t o  knowledge i s  t o  study the  products o f  human 
imagination t h a t  a r e  not recorded but a r e  t ransmit ted  o r a l l y .  These form a 
-'L 
l a rge  body of t r s d i t i o n  t h a t  i s  ve ry impor tan t  t o  the  l i f e  of  any group, but 
has been outs ide  the  realm of academic s tudy u n t i l  recently.  The materials of 
fo lk lo re  f a l l  i n t o  f o u r  ca tegor ies  : o r a l  l i t e r a t u r e ,  which- inc ludes  myths, 
-
f o l k t a l e s ,  legends, proverbs, r idd les ;  ma te r i a l  cul ture ,  o r  L\e ob jec t s  and 
processes of  da i l y  l i v i n g ;  s o c i a l  f o l k  custom, which includes  f e s t i v a l  celeb- 
-- 
ra t ions ,  r ec rea t ions ,  and supers t i t ions ;  and the  perfoiming, f o l k  a r t s  of  song, 
_L_ --- 
dance, and t h e a t r e ,  The operant  word i n  regard t o  all the  ca tegor ies  i s  
t r a d i t i o n ,  and a t r a d i t i o n  develops i n  any group of people who $1 have a 
common t r a i t  o r  i n t e r e s t .  Thus t h e  mate r i a l s  of f o l k l o r e  can be a s  va r ied  as, 
f o r  examplo, the  c r e a t i o n  myths of  the Aust ra l ian  aborigines,  t h e  q u i l t i n g  bees 
of Xinne s o t a  housewives, and t h e  joke parodies of t h e  Wcmen) s Libera t ion Movenient . 
The methods t h e  f o l k l o r i s t  may use t o  s tudy the mate r i a l s  of t r a d i t i o n  include 
fieldwork, annotat ion,  comparison, analys is ,  and interpretation. The f i e ldwork i r  
uses a tape recorder,  canera, tape  r i a s u r e ,  and notebooks t o  collect t h e  t r a d i t i o n  
he f inds.  H i s  i n t e r e s t  i s  not so much i n  the  i n t r i n s i c  taalue o f  each piece-- 
which might be a res ipe ,  p lace  name legend, 3-uliaby o r  barn measurement--as i n  
the  information about people that can be cul led  from a study of h i s  mater ia ls  i n  
r e l a t i o n  t o  many others .  A c o l l e c t o r  must l e a r n  t h e  h i s t o r y  of anzarea, make 
community contacts ,  develop rappor t  with informants, and manage h i s  recording 
equipment--all requir ing independefit i n i t i a t i v e  t h a t  makes f ieldwork a valuable 
l ea rn ing  experience f o r  a s tudent ,  
After  col lec t ing,  the f ieldworker must annotate each item Eiith t h e  reference 
works on previous1 y col lec ted  fo lk lo re  t o  e s t a b l i s h  i t s  t r a d i t i o n a l  nature ; and 
he may compare it with other versions a s  the  first s t e p  i n  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  
Analysis and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  are t he  bas ics  of fo lk lo re  study, and it i s  here 
t h a t  the f o l k l o r i s t ,  i n  addi t ion  t o  s p e c i f i c  f o l k l o r e  techniques, may use 
abilities gained in other  f i e lds .  Folklore may be studied i n  terms of its form 
and s t y l e ,  i t s  psychological meaning, i t s  c u l t u r a l  function, i t s  geographical 
d i s t r i b u t i o n  with a search fcr i t s  place o f  or ig in ,  o r  i t s  h i s t o r i c a l  o r  
s o c i o l o g i c ~ ~ i  s igni f icance  . 
Since fo lk lo re  i s  the natura l ,  unselfconscious expression o f  t h e  values and i d e a l s  
of  a people--though of ten  i n  symbolic form--when it  i s  c a r e f u l l y  analyzed and 
in te rp re ted ,  it adds a valuable dimension t o  our understanding o f  human nature  
and cu l tu re ,  
While fo lk lo re  e s s e n t i a l l y  shares  the  long-term goals  of  the  o t h e r  humanistic 
s tud ies ,  it a l s o  has some p r a c t i c a l  appl ica t ions .  S p e c i a l i s t s  i n  Indian 
fomklore have been ca l l ed  on t o  subs tan t i a te  o r a l  t r e a t i e s  i n  governmental 
disputes.  A publ ic  hea l th  program i n  Chicago used f o l k l o r i s t s  t o  communicate 
with Appalachian immigrants. The women had been re fus ing  pre-natal  hea l th  
care, but  accepted it when they  could be assured it would not v i o l a t e  t h e i r  
deep1 y-held f o l k  b e l i e f s .  Collect ions of urban black fo lk lo re  have helped 
white Americans t o  understand t h e  black s i t u a t i o n ,  and have been important 
i n  the  recent  recogni t ion  of black English. 
While I hope t h a t  I 've shown t h e  value of fo lk lore  a s  a d i s c i p l i n e ,  t h a t  a o n e  
may not j u s t i f y  teaching it a t  the  College of S t .  Benedict. I do th ink  f o l k l o r e  
has some s p e c i f i c  values, even f o r  the s tudent  who takes  one course and h a s n ' t  
the  f a i n t e s t  l ike l ihood o f  becoming a profess ional  f o l k l o r i s t .  
I hav3 already mentioned sone of t h e  values of doing fi.eldwork, and I f e e l  t h a t  
a fo lk lo re  program a t  S t .  Ben's should include a fielcl-crork requirement, The 
place t o  begin co l l ec t ing  fo lk lo re  i s  i n  oriels own family  o r  hometown, and it 
i s  exci t ing  t o  see how studying fo lk lo re  opens a studenWs eyes t o  the  values 
of  h e r  surroundings and bac kground--which can be very  s e l f  -af firming, The 
recognit ion of t h e  r o l e  f o l k l o r e  plays i n  a cul ture  c rea tes  a sense of p a r t i c i p -  
a t ion :  a cu l tu re  i s  not on ly  t h e  product o f  tile wr i t e r s ,  s c i e n t i s t s ,  and p o l i t i c a l  
leaders ,  but  of - a l l  the people through t h e i r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  the  t r ad i t ion .  
Reading the work t h a t  has been done i n  fo lk lo re  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  along with t e x t s  
from other  countries,  he lps  a student t o  understand the  depth of humanity o f  
t h e  most pr imi t ive  peoples, the  world view of groups very d i f f e r e n t  from h i s  own, 
and t h e  un ivers f i i ty  of the  bas ic  human concerns. 
A t  S t .  Bents a fo lk lo re  program should begin with an in t roductory  course t h a t  
would be appropriate f o r  freshmen a s  wel l  a s  o lder  s tudents.  The organizat ion 
would a t  f irst  be by genres t o  f a c i l i t a t e  an e a r l y  s t a r t  i n  l o c a l  fieldwork, 
and along with some reanding--.such a s  The Study of Folklore ed i t ed  by Alan Dundes 
--- .- 
and Folklore and F o l k l i f e  ed i t ed  by Richard Dorson--the requirement f o r  t h e  course 
-
would be an annotated col lec t ion.   h he b a s i c  references needed a r e  avai lable  i n  
the  th ree  l o c a l  col lege  l i b r a r i e s . )  The second semester would deal  s p e c i f i c a l l y  
with American fo lk lo re  and focus even more c l o s e l y  on t h e  l o c a l  area. 
For upperclass s tudents  I would l i k e  to  o f f e r  a seminar i n  i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  
fo lk lo re .  Class discussions could cover some of the  most exc i t ing  work t h a t  
has been done i n  fo lk lo re  ana lys i s ,  and each student  could do a fo lk lo re  p r o j e c t  
r e l a t e d  t o  her  major f i e l d  of s tudy t o  present  t o  the c l a s s .  There i s  a wide 
a r r a y  of possible p ro jec t s :  f o r  example, analyzing s t a t i s t i c a l l y  the  incidence 
of l o c a l  barn o r  house st,yles; making a film of cra,r^tsmen a t  work o r  hol iday 
customs; f inding t h e  fo lk lo re  influences i n  a piece of l i t e r a t u r e ;  reconst ruct ing 
a l o c a l  h i s t o r i c a l  event through ora l  t r a d i t i o n ;  co l l ec t ing  f o l k  songs o r  d a t a  
on musical instruments; hunting f o r  remnants of German f o l k  expressions i n  the 
language. 
More advanced, coordinated f ieldwork p r o j e c t s  would be possible during an 
in te r im session.  Folklore collectors have recen t ly  found t h a t  working as teams 
i s  very  productive, and such a p ro jec t  could e i t h e r  be done here o r ,  perhaps 
i n  t h e  future,  a t  a f i e l d  s t a t i o n  i n  another s t a t e  o r  abroad, 
I would l i k e  t o  s t a r t  an archive o f  fo lk lore  co l l ec ted  i n  Minnesota, e s p e c i a l l y  
the  Stearns  County area ,  Students!  co l l ec t ions  could be organized and f i l e d  t o  
be e a s i l y  access ib le ,  and eventual ly  could be published, Since t h e r e  has been 
very l i t t l e  co l l ec t ing  done here,  the mater ia ls  would be a valuable addi t ion  t o  
fo lk lo re  scholarship.  This i n  i t s e l f  would have appeal f o r  s tudents,  I think-- 
i n  how many f i e l d s  can a s t u d e n t t s  e f f o r t s  make a r e a l  scho la r ly  contribution? 
The Central Minnesota Historical Center, which is sponsored by t h e  S t a t e  
H i s t o r i c a l  Society and funded by a grant  from t h e  Kational. Endowment f o r  t h e  
H umanities, i s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  a fo lk lo re  archive as an addi t ion  t o  t h e i r  ma . t e r ids ,  
and might be able  t o  help pay f o r  the  time of an a r c h i v i s t .  
(I included here a summary of my own background and i n t e r e s t s  i n  f o l u o r e ,  
including the  fieldwork I have been doing i n  the  l o c a l  area, O f  course I a l s o  
submitted speara te ly  my placement f i l e ,  l e t t e r s ,  e t c  .) 
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